The majority of Pauline scholars depict the eschatological orientation of Colossians as 'realized'. Furthermore, a number of interpreters juxtapose the eschatological 'already' which arguably earmarks the epistle with the eschatological 'not yet' which ostensibly permeates Paul. This article questions the common contention that Colossians, in contradistinction to Paul, is virtually void of futurist eschatology. It is argued herein that even though the 'already' may feature in the letter, the 'not yet' is more pervasive than is frequently supposed. Correlatively, this study suggests that there is less variance between the eschatological perspectives of Colossians and Paul than is typically recognized.
* This piece was prepared for and presented to the Paul Seminar of the British New Testament
Conference 2002 in Cambridge, England. I am grateful to Dr R. B. Matlock of Sheffield University for the invitation to participate in the Seminar and to the members of the Seminar for their interaction with this essay. 1 For the purposes of this paper, the following definition of eschatology will suffice: the study or doctrine of the destiny of humanity and history including, though not necessarily restricted to, teaching regarding the parousia, the resurrection of the dead, the final judgment, heaven, and hell. See The church's concealed life with Christ in God (3.3) commenced at conversion, which the epistle depicts as a dying and rising with Christ through burial with him in baptism (2.12, 20; 3.1). 10 Given Christ's enabling power and presence in their lives and midst (1.27; 2.10; 3.15-16), Christians in Colossae are commanded to seek and to set their minds upon the things above and not on earthly/fleshly things (3.1-2; cf. 2.11, 20-3). It is there at the right hand of God where Christ, the Colossians' very life, is enthroned in power (3.1, 4).
Out/off with the old (3.5, 8) and in/on with the new (3.10, 12, 14) became the order of the day for those who were being renewed in the imago Dei (3.10). If the gospel was to continue to flourish among the Colossians and beyond Colossae (1.6), then the believers would need to jettison fine-sounding rhetoric and empty 'philosophy' (2.4, 8), to be fully cognizant of their new identity in Christ and the implications thereof (see esp. 2.17; 3.11), and to conduct themselves with charity towards one another and with wisdom towards outsiders (3.14; 4.5-6). In short, they were meant to remain steadfast in the received faith (1.23; 2.5-7).
Futurist eschatology in Colossians
Although the recipients of the epistle are informed that they have died, have been buried, and have been raised with Christ and presently enjoy fullness of life in him (note again esp. 2.10-12; 3.1, 3), Colossians does not suggest their salvation is a fait accompli. 11 Even though they have a hope laid up in heaven (1.5), they are not to waver in this hope (1.23). Despite their having been qualified by the Father to share in the heavenly inheritance (1.13), they can be disqualified by not holding fast to the Head (2.18-19). Their spiritual resurrection with Christ notwithstanding, there are still spiritual strides to take (2.6, 20; 3.1-17). Colossians does not question whether Jesus Christ is God's full and final revelation; it does, however, leave ample room for Christian maturation and development (note 1.9-11; 1.27; 128 todd d. still 3.14; 4.12). The Colossians are clearly on this side of eternity; they have not yet reached their heavenly destiny.
In fact, Colossians presents Paul's ministry 12 as one of filling up that which is lacking not only in Christ's afflictions (1.24) 13 but also in Gentile Christians' conceptualization and appropriation of Christ (1.28). The apostle continues to suffer and strive on behalf of the Colossians, the Laodiceans, and all other Christians precisely because they need to be further fortified and edified in the faith (1.29-2.2; 2.5). Proclamation of the gospel and exertion for the kingdom of God were to continue unabated (4.3, 11). Christ's reconciling work and Paul's apostolic toil were both meant to enable the Colossians to be presented before God in due course as holy, blameless, irreproachable, and complete (1.22; 2.9). This all-important presentation, however, had not yet occurred.
The Colossians' presentation would not occur until Christ -the hope of glory (1.27) -appeared. At the point of Christ's parousia, 14 what had been concealed would be revealed, even the Colossians themselves who were hitherto hidden in Christ (3.3-4). Arguably, the coming wrath of God would occur concurrently (3.6). At the consummation, those who do wrong will receive due recompense even as those who serve the Lord will be rewarded with the inheritance (3.23-5; cf. 1.12). Whether later or sooner, be one slave or slave-owner, all believers will be ultimately accountable to an impartial Master (3.25-4.1). In Christ the substance is come shedding light where there were formerly shadows (2.17), 15 but time remains and ought to be redeemed (4.5). Spiritual renewal could yet occur (3.10); watchful, thankful prayer could still be offered (4.2); the mystery of Christ could be further declared (4.3). 16 12 On the presentation of Paul in Colossians and other letters presumed to be deutero-Pauline 15 Interestingly, 2.17a reads: a{ ej stin skia; twǹ mellov ntwn (lit.: 'things which are a shadow of the things which are about to come'). The eschatological texture of this statement is often concealed in translation. This verse connotes that 'the age to come has already been inaugurated in Christ' (Lincoln, 'Colossians', 632). Furthermore, it implies that what has been inaugurated has not yet been culminated.
Eschatology in Colossians: both already and not yet ?
It may well be that some will perceive my presentation of the eschatological materials in Colossians as a misrepresentation of the textual reality. I have sought to support my views on the verses referred to above more fully in my forthcoming commentary. 17 Interpretive particulars notwithstanding, my reading of Colossians as a whole does not allow me to concur with the common scholarly notion that realized eschatology dominates futurist eschatology in this letter so as to negate it. I am perfectly willing to concede that the 'already' features prominently if not predominantly in the epistle. I am also inclined to agree with those who point out that the sense of eschatological urgency and immediacy that may be readily detected elsewhere in Paul (e.g. 1 Thess 4.15; 1 Cor 15.51; Rom 13.11-12a) has receded into the background in Colossians. 18 (Neither talk of Christ's coming nor cries of 'Maranatha'! punctuate this epistle.) But what is arguably true of eschatological expectation in particular is not the case for futuristic eschatology in general. Indeed, the forward-looking character of so many verses in the epistle make it not only allowable but also advisable to speak of the 'not yet' as well as the 'already' when describing the eschatological contents of Colossians. 19 The passages noted in the section immediately above, however un(der)developed they may be in their expression of the eschatological 'not yet', 'stand obstinately as witnesses to a temporally viewed eschatology; certain events will happen in the future to fulfil what has so far occurred'. 20 
III. A comparison between the eschatological orientation of Colossians and pertinent passages in the 'undisputed' Paulines
Even if one is convinced (as am I) that Colossians preserves to a considerable extent the eschatological tension between the 'already' and the 'not yet' that 130 todd d. still is present in Paul's acknowledged letters, 21 this does not necessarily mean that the eschatological vision of Colossians is of one piece with that set forth by the apostle himself. In this section we will examine how (in)compatible the eschatological outlook of the letter is with what one finds in the 'undisputed' Paulines. To delimit this discussion, we will direct our attention to the most commonly detected eschatological differences between Colossians and the universally accepted Paulines. I will conduct this eschatological comparison under the following headings: 1. .4), and even there 'atypical' Pauline language is utilized to speak of the event. 22 This apparent contrast prompts one commentator to contend, 'The expectation that the Lord would come soon has disappeared'. 23 Any attempt to argue that a sense of 'end-time' imminence suffuses Colossians would be like trying to push water uphill. 24 In the epistle it does in fact seem that the Christian future does not impinge upon the Christian present as forcefully as it does in other places in Paul. 25 Be that as it may, to de-emphasize certain features of futurist eschatology -even an element as central as the approaching parousia -does not automatically render the document void of a forward-looking character or, at least, futurist characteristics. If one were to use the concentration of 'not yet' eschatological elements such as the parousia as a criteria for authenticity, then that would arguably render suspect even the likes of Galatians and perhaps Philippians. If a diminished sense of end-time imminence does not necessarily place Colossians outside the apostle's epistolary pale, neither does the heightened focus upon Christ's immanence and the spatial language employed to depict such. To be sure, Colossians is replete with references regarding believers living, dying, and rising with Christ (1.2, 4, 13-14, 27; 2.5-6, 10-13, 20; 3.1, 3-4, 11, 15-17, 18, 20, 23-5), and 3.1-2 exhorts those raised with Christ to seek and to set their minds upon the things above (a[ nw; cf. 1.26-7). As we will see in the next section, talk of being raised with Christ does not occur elsewhere in the seven-letter Pauline corpus (cf. Eph 2.6, although this verse goes beyond Colossians in contending that believers have been seated with Christ in the heavenlies). It should be noted first of all, however, that it is commonplace in Paul to encounter passages which speak of living and dying in reference to Christ (e.g. Rom 6.4, 8; 8.9-11; 1 Cor 15.31; 2 Cor 4.10-11; 5.14-15; Gal 2.20; Phil 1.21). Additionally, spatial terminology and thought is not altogether absent in the uncontested letters (cf. 1 Thess 4.16-17; Gal 4.26; Phil 3.14, 20; 4.5[?]). 26 It would be both premature and inappropriate, then, to regard Colossians as out of synch with Pauline eschatology based upon the facts that the letter lacks eschatological urgency and employs spatial imagery. 27 Resurrection with Christ: future promise and/or present reality? Some scholars take Colossians' contention that believers have already been raised with Christ (2.12; 3.1) to be a telltale sign that the letter is postPauline. 28 There is indeed a difference between this assertion and what one finds, for example, in 1 Corinthians and Romans. In comparison, Colossians does not display the caution and reservation one detects in Paul when speaking of resurrection. 29 In fact, E. Lohse maintains that the author of Colossians thought that resurrection with Christ to new life had already happened in baptism and that he sought to shape his ethical exhortation to cohere with this conviction. 30 It is worth pondering further, however, what the writer of Colossians was seeking to communicate when he spoke of the resurrection of believers as a past 132 todd d. still event. He obviously did not mean that his audience had already been raised physically from the dead, 31 nor did he envision some kind of spiritual resurrection that rendered redundant the appearing of Christ and the future glorification of Christians (see 3.4). 32 Rather, it does in fact appear that Colossians employs resurrection language to speak of a believer's conversion to, union with, and transformation through Christ. Christians have not yet been raised with Christ to glory (3.1, 4) . Furthermore, the resurrection life that they experience in the present is predicated upon their 'faith in the working of God who raised [Christ] from the dead' (2.12b). 33 Additionally, although it is not specifically stated, the depiction of Christ as the 'firstborn from the dead' (prwtov tokoẽ j k twǹ nekrwǹ), regardless of the statement's ultimate origin (pre-Pauline, Pauline, or post-Pauline), 34 strongly implies that Christians will follow in his train (cf. 1 Cor 15.20). That is, 'just as [Christ's] resurrection was in bodily form, so also those who participate in the restored creation will experience a bodily resurrection from the dead'. 35 Additionally, the talk of 'life' and 'glory' that recurs in the letter (see esp. 1.11, 27; 2.12; 3.3-4) could well intimate not only bodily resurrection but also cosmic transformation. 36 Colossians maintains that believers have been raised with Christ by faith as signified in baptism; however, it concurrently holds that this raising was but a foretaste of glory divine, an intimation of immortality. They must remain firm in faith; they must continue to hold fast to the Head; they must conduct their lives in concert with the Life (1.4, 23; 2.5, 19; 3.2, 17). What may be said in response to Lohse's contention that Colossians deconstructs the delicate Pauline dialectic between the indicative and the imperative, the Eschatology in Colossians: How Realized Is It? 133 'already' and the 'not yet', by melding baptism and resurrection? 37 While it is true that the Christian's future with Christ does not feature as the primary grounds for enjoining ethical behavior in this letter (cf., e.g., 1 Thess 1.9-10; 4.3-6; 5.6-10; 1 Cor 6.9-10; Gal 6.7-10; Rom 13.11-14), neither is the connection between believers' destiny with Christ and their moral life in Christ altogether absent. 38 Having spoken of the future manifestation of Christ and thereby Christians in 3.4, the writer turns straightaway to exhort his audience to put to death (nekrwv sate) their earthly members (3.5). The Colossians had already died with Christ (2.20; 3.3; cf. Rom 6.2-4; 8.13), but they must now put ethical feet to this theological fact (cf. 2.6; 3.1). Indeed, they must put away their previous patterns of living because the wrath of God is coming to judge the very vices in which they formerly walked (3.7). 39 The old self must be put away; the new self must be put on (3.8, 10). Their conversion, incorporation into Christ and his multifaceted body, and protracted transformation require as much (3.8-11). Moreover, there is a close link between present living and future reckoning in 1.22-3, 1.27-8 and 3.22-4.1. How the Colossians live or fail to live the life of faith will impinge directly upon their eternal inheritance. The indicative/imperative pattern and the already/not yet tension are more integral to the ethical instruction of this epistle than Lohse (and others) have supposed. 40 The Christian hope: eternal expectation and/or heavenly possession? Another argument (and the final one we will take up here) against the eschatology in Colossians being of one piece with what one finds in Paul revolves around the way the epistle employs the word 'hope' (ej lpiṽ). G. Bornkamm has argued that Colossians utilizes the term (1.5, 23, 27) to convey that which is hoped for or the object of hope as opposed to the eschatological or existential manner in author of Colossians, it is thought, viewed this development as a threat to the spiritual well-being of the assembly. Interpreters have suggested that it is against the backdrop of this deleterious influence, whatever its precise nature, that Colossians must be read. This explains in particular, we are told, the exalted Christology and realized eschatology that permeate the epistle. 49 Theological development is another, though not necessarily separate, explanation that exegetes offer for the eschatological orientation of Colossians. Some think that a gradual shift in the apostle's eschatological thinking occurred over the course of his Christian life and written correspondence. It is said that a trajectory may be traced from 1 Thessalonians to 1 Corinthians to 2 Corinthians to Romans to Philippians which demonstrates an odyssey from a more futurist, 'physical' eschatology to a more inaugurated, 'spiritual' one. 50 In this evolutionary conception of Pauline eschatology, Colossians would be viewed as a natural next step. While some scholars think that a developmental hypothesis provides a satisfactory explanation for the eschatological variation among the Pauline letters, others regard such a theory as unnecessary or unconvincing -unnecessary, because whether Colossians is or is not authentic, there is (they would contend) a basic continuity between Paul's own eschatology and that contained in Colossians; 51 unconvincing, because whatever changes did occur in Paul's eschatology over the course of his ministry, it did not develop (or devolve!) into the eschatology one finds in Colossians. 52 136 todd d. still
Contextual considerations and developmental reconstructions vis-à-vis the eschatology of Colossians greatly complicate the question that we are seeking to answer in this paper. 53 Opinions proliferate, permutations escalate. The limited evidence to hand seems to heighten indecision and to mock conviction. Tentative conclusions, however, do not necessarily result from muddle-mindedness or loss of verve. Sometimes less is more, even if it does not settle the score. In any event, 'Biblical studies are not helped along by being certain about the uncertain'. 54 Setting undue caution aside, however, I will now state my own position. I presently see a basic congruity between the eschatology set forth in Colossians and that contained in the 'genuine' Paulines. Even if the 'already' features in the letter, the future is not allowed to collapse upon the present (as it is sometimes thought to do in Ephesians and John). 55 While there is not, to my mind, the sense of eschatological expectation in Colossians that occurs elsewhere in Paul, the epistle does preserve a genuine tension between what is and what will be. 56 Furthermore, the letter admonishes progression in the 'now' in preparation for the 'not yet'. It would be wrong-headed to deny differences in eschatological emphases and expressions between Colossians and 'Paul'. However, if one may appeal to contextual and perhaps developmental influences to explain the precise shape of Colossians' eschatology, then one would not be required to conclude that the eschatological outlook of the letter is wholly incongruent with that of Paul. As it happens, Paul's very own eschatology was (arguably) marked by variety (or some might say inconsistency). 57 The conclusions reached in this paper do not, of course, establish Paul as the author of Colossians. In fact, it is unlikely that this study will either galvanize the position of those who think Colossians is inauthentic or neutralize the arguments of those who regard the letter as authentic (though it could conceivably do the opposite). This paper might well, however, prompt some interpreters to question (anew) the common assertion that the eschatological texture of the letter differs drastically from that of the established Paulines. Moreover, because the case against the authenticity of Colossians is a cumulative one which is built upon finely balanced and carefully nuanced pros and cons, this essay's argument that the epistle's eschatology is not wholly unlike that of Paul (in sum if not in part) might convince some Pauline scholars to shift from the category of 'already' to 'not yet' with respect to the document's pseudonymity.
